Calcitonin gene-related peptide and calcitonin in medullary thyroid carcinoma.
We have investigated the levels of serum calcitonin and calcitonin-gene related peptide (CGRP) in 35 patients with well-documented medullary thyroid carcinoma (MTC). Immunohistochemical investigations for calcitonin and CGRP have been performed on tumour tissue from 9 patients to clarify the cellular pattern of production. In four patients with aggressive disease, serum calcitonin and CGRP values have been monitored in relation to progression of disease after surgery. All 35 patients with MTC have elevated calcitonin and 26 elevated CGRP levels. Generally calcitonin values were found to be higher than those of CGRP, although the ratio of the two peptides varied from patient to patient. The immunohistochemical investigations corresponded with these findings, generally showing diffuse staining for calcitonin in MTC tumour-cells and only a small number of CGRP positive cells. Calcitonin and CGRP are produced by alternative processing of the common precursor gene transcript. Our results suggest that absolute values of either calcitonin or CGRP in serum have no direct relationship to aggressiveness of disease. Thus whilst serum CGRP measurements appear to be a useful additional marker for the disease, they can be considered to be only a useful adjunct to serum calcitonin as a marker for tumour progression.